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NEED AND BACKGROUND 
In the spring of 2001, a system called the CELE (Center for English Language 
Education) Oral Placement Interview (OPI) and Placement Process, with its corresponding 
Oral Interview Training, was put in place.  It was designed as the second step in a two-step 
process for interviewing new freshman students, assessing their oral English proficiency, and 
placing them in Freshman English class levels.  In some cases, students’ final class levels 
may be different from those assigned according to their FEPT (Freshman English Placement 
Test) scores (the first step).  This system provides an objective means of comparing oral 
proficiency of various students, and placing them appropriately.   
For a few years before CELE’s OPI system was implemented, it had become apparent 
that the placement of students using the FEPT (Freshman English Placement Test) alone had 
been somewhat inaccurate.  Additionally, every year there are students that are not able to 
take the FEPT.  As a result, the use of oral interviews for evaluation of student proficiency 
was found to be essential.  It became necessary to establish a system to standardize this 
process including:  shared terminology to describe proficiency levels, a standardized 
interview format, and a forum to negotiate placements.  As a result, it became an official 
project for the 2000 school year to research and develop an OPI system for CELE.  Richard 
Wilson (Assessment Committee Chair for 2000) and Valerie Hansford (Curriculum 
Committee member for 2000) took responsibility for this project. 
 
ADVANTAGE OF OPIs 
The Freshman English course is a four-skills course conducted in English with 
emphasis on developing communication skills.  As a result, it is highly beneficial to have 
students of similar speaking and listening proficiencies.  The FEPT is a discrete/linguistic test 
of listening, grammar and reading skills, which helps to make initial placements but 
assessment of speaking skills is equally important.  Speaking is a complex skill that includes 
a variety of components:  grammatical/linguistic competence (grammar, vocabulary, 
pronunciation, etc.), discourse competence, socio-cultural competence, and strategic 
competence.  OPIs are a pragmatic tool for assessing these competencies in a close-to-real 
life situation.  Also, using internationally recognized speaking guidelines (discussed later in 
the article) to assess speaking proficiency has the added benefit of being able to describe a 
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student’s proficiency or a class proficiency range with other institutions outside of Asia 
University.  Using both the FEPT and OPIs allows for a more balanced assessment of 
students English skills and producing more appropriate class placements. 
 
RESEARCH 
Initially, a survey of VFMs was conducted about the current placement (initial and 
final) of the students.  Results indicated there were many concerns about the FEPT, which 
were felt to be beyond the scope of the project.  In regard to the final placement process of 
the interviews, many VFMs indicated a desire for some aspects of the process to be 
standardized.  Examples given included:  having set starting and ending periods for the 
interview period, simplifying the level breakdowns (into 4 or 5 levels rather than the current 
1-21 plus Advanced), having a ‘shared’ terminology as well as a common understanding and 
application of the terminology to describe student proficiencies, and describing of 
proficiencies of individual students versus assessment based on class levels. 
One point mentioned by a number of VFMs was the concern that the interviews 
become ‘too formal’ and test-like leaving both the teacher/interviewers and the 
students/interviewees feeling nervous and uncomfortable.  The result being, interviews may 
not be as effective in terms of assessing students’ proficiencies, or in building rapport, 
another expressed desire of many VFMs.    
When attempting to describe the general proficiency level of their classes, VFMs 
reported a clear disparity between the proficiencies of the various majors.  After examining 
the FEPT scores for the years 1998 to 2000 to search for major patterns, it was discovered 
that International Relations students tended to have higher overall scores than students in the 
other three majors.  This observation magnified the need for VFMs to have a standard means 
of assessing and describing the actual English proficiency of individual students. 
Next, research into various means of assessing and placing students was done.  
Standardized oral interview styles and formats such as the ACTFL (American Council on the 
Teaching of Foreign Languages) OPI (Oral Proficiency Interview) and Speaking and 
Listening Proficiency Guidelines, the BEST Test (Basic English Skills Test) and the ESL 
Oral Assessment Profile used by the University of South Carolina for its English Program 
(EPI), were examined.  Additionally, many VFMs submitted information verbally and in 
writing about their own interview styles and formats. 
ACTFL’s OPI format and style, as well as its Speaking and Listening proficiency 
guidelines were chosen, but were adapted to suit our purposes.  The ACTFL was chosen 
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because it is the most well-known standardized test of the three researched, a few VFMs were 
already familiar with it, and it was used in 2000 by two of that year’s VFMs as a way to 
define ‘lower level’ students in the Freshman English program.  In addition, a description of 
ACTFL’s OPI format and style, and the ACTFL proficiency guidelines are easily accessible 
on the ACTFL website (http://www.actfl.org/).  ACTFL, like the two other placement tests 
mentioned, focuses specifically on individual proficiency rather than a ‘group proficiency 
level’.  This was felt to be an improvement over what was done previously for the program.  
 
KEY POINTS ABOUT ACTFL OPIs 
An ACTFL OPI is a criterion-referenced, direct, face-to-face (or by telephone) 
interview with one interviewer present and one candidate.  It is a world-renowned, 
standardized method of measuring how well a person speaks a language.  Each interview (of 
about 30 minutes) is tape-recorded for later use in the rating process.  A trained OPI tester 
elicits a ratable sample of speech from the candidate and then after listening to the entire 
tape-recording of the interview, the tester rates the sample by comparing the candidate’s 
performance with the criteria outlined in the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines-Speaking 
(Revised 1999).  The sample is then blindly second rated by a different certified tester. 
The format of the ACTFL OPI progresses through four stages:  the warm-up, the level-
check, the probe (to see if the candidate can communicate at a higher level of proficiency), 
and the wind-down.  During the interview the tester may go back and forth between the level-




CELE interview format 
Considering the time constraints for CELE, it was impossible to conduct the 20 to 30-
minute interviews described in the official ACTFL OPI format.  As the CELE OPIs were 
designed for final placement rather than initial placement, the CELE’s OPI format was 
adapted.  A five-minute interview is more suitable for CELE’s purposes and time constraints.  
The basic principal of the ACTFL OPI format of warm-up, checking student’s level, the 
probe, and cool-down, is still successful within the five-minute interview performed in a 
‘conversational’ style.  Additionally, ACTFL uses questions types (such as Yes/No questions, 
Wh- questions, and closed- and open-ended questions) and question stems ‘graded’ to elicit 
speech samples for various proficiency levels.  These types of questions and question stems 
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help to maintain the conversational style of the interview, while allowing for an accurate 
assessment of various proficiency levels.  Since questions stems used, are grouped by 
ACTFL levels, questions used can be adjusted during an interview according to a student’s 
apparent proficiency, and students can be assessed according to the types of questions as well 
as their responses to the questions.  While reducing the amount of time allotted for an 
interview, the CELE OPI format maintains the basic format of warm-up, checking student’s 
level, probing, and cool-down as well as using the same types of questions and types of 
questions stems. 
An optional adaptation based on the VFMs’ feedback (in the 2000 school year) is to ask 
students to bring an object or picture to share with the interviewing teacher.  This helps make 
the ‘interview’ more of a conversation and makes the focus more on the object rather than the 
feeling of a ‘test’.  Having an object brought in by the students is especially useful at the 
lower levels, as it gives students something concrete and personal to talk about. 
The CELE OPI System uses criteria based on ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines-Speaking 
(Revised 1999) to rate students’ proficiency levels.  Each interview (of about 5 minutes) is 
conducted with a ratio of one student to one interviewer and is tape-recorded or video-taped 
so the interviewing VFM can later listen to or watch the interview in order to rate the 
student’s proficiency level.  A benefit of recording the interviews is that if the rating VFM is 
unsure of how to rate the student’s proficiency, another VFM may also review the interview.  
New VFMs are trained in conducting OPIs and calibrating assessments between all VFMs for 
consistency is done prior to the OPI period.  Each year all VFMs attend 2 days of in-depth 
OPI training given during the March Orientation Period.  (For more information about the 
OPI training, please read the article entitled “CELE OPI Training System”.) 
 
Format of CELE’s System 
 For the OPI period in 2001, the first 2 weeks of classes were chosen to conduct the 
approximately five-minute interviews with each student assigned to a class.  This was done 
for all four majors during the same period.  The regular 45-minute class periods (held five 
times/week) were used for the interviews.  The Fifth Day classes (one day out of the five) 
taught by non-CELE faculty continued as usual.  During this time the students came to the 
class for their scheduled interview or went to their scheduled computer lab times to complete 
a few computer assignments in English.  If they did not have a scheduled interview or 
computer lab time, the students had unscheduled time for themselves.  There was one 
deadline for all results to be submitted to the OPI placement team.  The following day was 
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chosen to be the official Check-in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions.  At this session, 
students were notified of a second interview or their final placement.  Second and third 
interviews were needed to confirm that students were placed in the most appropriate class 
level. 
 
Problems in 2001 
Having only one deadline for teachers to turn in their final evaluations of interviewed 
students resulted in two problems.  First, the time required to direct placements of students 
was greater than expected, and the placement team was required to work through the night in 
order to have the placement information ready for teachers and students the next morning.  
Second, the Registrar’s office (Kyogaku-ka) was inundated with students making “changes” 
to their initially assigned class levels, all on one day. 
Interviews were scheduled to take five minutes but in most cases the interviews took 
between seven to ten minutes each.  Additionally, having only 45-minutes to conduct the 
Check-in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions was too short to adequately perform the 
Check-in with students and do 2nd/3rd interviews.  Some students were confused as to where 
they should be.  Due to the need to conduct second interviews with students who were moved 
on the day of level announcements, some teachers felt their time was too limited to make 
accurate assessments of whether the “new” student was appropriately proficient for the 
particular level they were teaching.  Also, as Fifth Day classes were taught as usual, some 
VFMs were not able to conduct the Check-in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions if a Fifth 
Day class occurred on that day.  Another issue related to the Fifth Day classes was since Fifth 
Day classes were held, some VFMs reported that a bond formed among students in their 
interview group and some of the students changing class levels seemed depressed that they 
had to change. 
In order to address these problems, a meeting was held in late April 2001, including 
two representatives of the Registrar’s office, the 2001 CELE Director (Reiko Chiba), the 
2001 CELE Vice-Director (Gina Thurston), the 2001 Assessments Committee Chair (Richard 
Wilson), and the OPI Project Leader (Valerie Hansford).   
 
Revisions to the System for the 2002 OPI period 
At that meeting, it was decided that, in April 2002, interviews and final placements 
would be conducted in two phases.  During the first four days, using the full 90-minute 
periods (rather than the usual 45-minute slots), students from the Business and Economics 
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Faculties would be interviewed, and final placements would be announced on the first Check-
in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions (90-minute periods).  During the following three days 
(also using the full 90-minute periods), students from the Law and International Relations 
Faculties would be interviewed, and their final placements would be announced on the 
second Check-in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions. 
Using two days in 2002 (rather than one day in 2001) for announcing placements and 
conducting second interviews caused the time available for interviews to be reduced.  Also, 
the 2002 Plan to have two days for placement announcements + second interviews, using the 
full 90-minute periods addressed teachers’ concerns and greatly reduced the numbers of 
students going to the Registrar’s office on one particular day.  Therefore, the entire first two 
weeks of class were blocked out for interviews and placement only, so that Fifth Day 
teachers did not begin classes until both Check-in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions had 
been completed i.e. final placements made. 
Additionally, two clarification handouts were requested by teachers to facilitate the 
placement process.  A bilingual class placement process document was created to explain the 
new process to students.  A rationale for final placement and adjustments document (written 
in Japanese) was created to explain the reasons for changes.   
In 2002, each VFM was able to designate the core proficiency level or level range of each 
of his/her classes.  More checking occurred between VFMs to see how each core proficiency 
level or level range compared with others in the same major.  Also, the audio or video taped 
interviews were utilized more for confirming assessments between VFMs prior to the Check-
in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions.  As a result, more time for 2nd/3rd interviews could be 
taken to select the most appropriate class. 
 
Problems in 2002 
 Even though there were two placement sessions rather than one, an overnight 
placement session for Business and Economics still resulted for the placement team.  There 
was also a late night placement session for Law and International Relations.  Another issue 
was the scheduled five-minute interviews still tended to take seven to ten minutes to 
adequately assess a student’s proficiency level.  Additionally, although there were still 
computer lab times scheduled with English computer assignments to be done, there were 
concerns expressed by some Fifth Day teachers and some university administrators about the 
reduction of teaching contact hours during the two-week period of the OPIs. 
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Benefits in 2002 
Overall, VFMs reported that the proficiency levels of the students within each of their 
classes were the most similar in 2002.  Having 90-minute periods allowed more OPIs to be 
conducted in one day as well as having sufficient time for Check-in and 2nd/3rd interview 
period sessions.  Additionally, as no Fifth Day classes were held during this period, all VFMs 
had the same number of class periods for interviews and all classes were able to have Check-
in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions as well. 
 
Revisions to the System for the OPI Period for 2003 
Scheduled computer lab times and English computer assignments were given again.  
Due to the concerns expressed over the reduction of teaching contact hours, Fifth Day classes 
were conducted during the OPI period.  In addition, ‘Big Class’ times were scheduled.  All 
students, who were not scheduled for an interview or a computer lab time, attended the Big 
Class and completed worksheets appropriate to their initial placement level. 
 
Problems in 2003 
 As usual the scheduled five-minute interviews tended to take seven to ten minutes.  
Although most VFMs have experience in conducting OPIs the reality is to adequately assess 
a student’s proficiency level at least seven to ten minutes on average per interview is 
required.  Having the Fifth Day classes during the OPI period brought back three problems 
that had been eliminated in 2002.  One was a reduction in the amount of time available to 
conduct interviews.  Another was some VFMs were unable to use the full 90-minute session, 
if at all, to conduct the Check-in and 2nd/3rd interview period sessions, if a Fifth Day class 
was scheduled.  The third difficulty was some VFMs again reported that their students started 
to bond with people in their interview group during their Fifth Day classes and some seemed 
depressed when they changed class levels.  Time available for VFMs to conduct interviews 
was further reduced due to the Big Classes.  One final challenge was VFMs needed to lead 
the Big Classes, so if they were in charge of a Big Class, they could not be conducting 
interviews. 
 
Changes to the 2004 OPI System 
 As concerns were still expressed in regard to the reduction in teaching contact hours, 
CELE was informed that we would not be able to conduct OPIs during the first two-weeks of 
classes.  Initially, CELE was told that we would not be able to conduct OPIs at all, but after a 
great deal of negotiation, concessions were reached.  CELE would be allowed a brief period 
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of time during the busy Freshman Orientation period to conduct OPIs.  The results are as 
follows:  6 hours for Business interviews, 3 hours for Economics interviews, 3 hours for 
International Relations interviews, and 5 hours (at the time of writing this author learned it 
may be extended to 6 hours) for Law interviews.  It will be extremely challenging to conduct 
effective OPIs during the short amount of time allotted but it will be better than having no 
OPIs at all.  In this way, final placements will be made before classes begin. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 Creating the two-step placement process for placement of students into their 
Freshman English classes, using OPIs as the second step, has been very effective in more 
accurately placing students.  An additional benefit is that as individual proficiency levels 
have been assessed, this information can be added to the other information required by the 
consortium schools for students attending AUAP (Asia University America Program) in 
Washington state. 
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